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The United States and South America -- 

Where Do We Go From Here? 

“In Latin America, authoritarian regimes of the right and the left have yielded to 

open, market economies U’har was a somewhat defensive natronalml IS being overcome 

by a new kmd of natlonalrsm which stresses posslbrkty over dependency, one that 

welcomes relatrons with the Umted States ” Thrs passage, written by Vice President Al 

Gore, 1s consistent with the phrlosophy that there 1s “a new moment m the Americas ” The 

questron which seems to follow. almost unmedrately, IS, “Where do we go from here?” 

The focus of United States’ forergn polrcy has hardly been centered on Latm Amenca 

What are our national interests m the region 3 Where are our neighbors to the south 

headed? Is rt our polrcy to help them chart therr course3 Do we have the means to do it? 

All of these questions deserve serious conaderatron, and this paper IS devoted to them. 

INTERESTS 

The United States has clearly stated Its Interests in the region to be the connnued 

econon-nc growth of our trading partners, the further development and stabrlizauon of 

democrauc governments, the peaceful resolutron of inter-state confbcts, and the 

cooperatrve confrontatron of growmg transnauonal threats (re drug traffickmg, terronsm, 

arms control, the envu-onment, etc). 

U S commmnent to econonuc development m Latm Amenca was reconfirmed dunng 

the most recent “Sumrrut of the Amencas” held m Mranu Although the rhetonc has been 

somewhat quieted smce the Mexrcan Peso cnsrs. our econonuc futures still appear to be 

malterably lmked U S exports to Latin America have contmued to grow at double drgrt 
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rates U.S investors have funneled extraordinary amounts of capital mto the financial 

mar k ets of Buenos Arres and Sao Paolo Recent exports to Chile have equaled our 

exports to India, and Brazil has imported as much from us as all of Eastern Europe and the 

former republics of the Soviet Union, Including Russia We import almost as much 011 

from Venezuela as we do from Saud1 Arabia It 1s plam to see that our interests would be 

well served by increased economic growth and free trade between our two comments 

The existence of democratic governments m our hemisphere has always been a stated 

interest of the United States This wrll not change m the foreseeable future The most 

recent reassurance of thrs fact came from Secretary of Defense Willram Perry durmg the 

first-ever meetmg of Defense Muusters of the Americas held rn Wilbamsburg. Vrrgrma in 

July 1995. The Secretary made rt clear that no crisis facing any OAS member state 

Justifies the breach of the system of representatrve democracy The US has made good 

on its commument to these principles very recently m Ham, and it will contmue to hold 

firm on this issue throughout the region 

The many border disputes around the contment of South Amenca represent potenhal 

conflict rn the area Insurgent and guerrilla forces continue to operate in several counmes 

It appears to be consistent with C S interests to provide active diplomatic support for 

peaceful resolution of hostrlihes m our henusphere, but where do we draw the lme? 

The most active involvement of U.S rmlltary force m Lahn Amenca has been III the 

war against drugs Although efforts to interdict shipments bound for the United States 

will conhnue, it would be m our interest to see the source of this burgeonmg drug trade 

shut off What should our policy be toward Peru, Bohvra, and Colombia, and how many 

resources should we devote to this cause3 
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We ~111 witness econonuc and pohtrcal changes m Latrn Amenca m the decades to 

come, but perhaps these will represent progress toward plurahsm rather than regressron 

toward authontanamsm According to Beamce Mantrlla, former Chref of Staff to the 

Presrdent of Venezuela, “Econonuc openmgs and genume compehhon vrrtually guarantee 

the contrnued emergence of neu groups that will partrcrpate m decrsron makmg ” Some 

economrsts estimate that the Southern Common Market, MERCOSUR, made up of 

fbgenhna, Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay will see an annual growth rate of 7 percent for 

the years 1995-2000 How wrll the U S ensure that it partrcrpates m this growth? 

THREATS AND CHALLENGES 

As we consider the above interests and before we determine what new drrectrons U S 

pobcy for the regron should take, we need to deternune the cnhcd challenges or threats to 

U.S interests, and the opportunmes for promotmg them. Are these recognized in current 

pollcy3 

As outlmed rn numerous arhcles and lectures on the SubJect, there are three main 

challenges to U S interests m South America, and each one has been recogmzed by the 

Cl&on admmrstratlon They are: 1) Contmued growing, productron, and drstributron of 

lllegal drugs, usually m the final form of cocaine, 2: The possible farlures of current 

representatronal regunes m the region which could place m Jeopardy the future of freely- 

elec L ed democratrc governments m several states, and 3) The exrstence of tanff and non- 

tanff barriers to trade between all countrres, not only mtracontrnental but globally as well. 

Only through aggressive market economy strategies can we ultrmately achreve a free-trade 

herrusphere Although not considered a main challenge, at this pomt, concerns about the 

environment need to be addressed as the South Amencan economres begin to expand 
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Each of these issues bnng \\lth them a unique set of cu-cumstances w hlch must be 

con f ronted in order for the Cnlted States to meet its nahonal objectives 

As we study the war on drugs, we see that the Umted States has spent bllllons of 

dollars trying to stem the flab of lllegal drugs from South Amenca President Clinton has 

amculated m his Katlonal Drug Control Strategy that narcotics traffickmg 1s “a cnn-unal 

acavlty that threatens democratic mstltutlons, fuels terrorism and human nghts abuses, and 

undernunes econormc development Drug use puts our entu-e Kaaon at risk.” Although 

the demand for illegal drugs comes mamly from the U.S , we contmue to pressure those 

governments, whose countnes grow and export the majonty of the illegal drugs, for a 

more active role m fighting the production of these drugs. The mam countries of concern 

are Columbia, Peru and BollvIa. While the U-S has provided a slgnlficant amount of ad 

to fight the drug war wlthln the South American contment, it seems as though the U S 

government falls to understand the plight of these governments as they attempt to 

eradicate illegal drug produchon The standard of llvmg which drug lords can provide to 

mdlgenous farmers is slgmficantly higher than mhat a farmer can make growmg legihmate 

crops such as cotton, soybeans or coffee In a poorer country like Bohvla, drug trade 

provides a significant poruon of the country’s domestic product and keeps its economy 

from gong bankrupt There 1s a strong correlation between these countries’ economes 

and the number of citizens involved with drug trafficlung. Furthermore, as the U S 

continues to pressure these governments to use their rmlltary forces, there will be a 

reluctance by the populahon to trust its rrnhtary force to execute an effective drug 

eradication program ulthout Impacting human rights Many cn&ans do not trust then 

rmhtary, especially after suffenng durmg past years of rmlltary autocratic rule They are 

afrad of returnmg power to the nulltary The United States will have a dilemma on its 

hands If documented human rights abuses associated with the drug eradication program 
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are discovered. An acave program to guarantee the rights of all cozens must be 

promoted 

Why must me promote freely-elected democratic governments3 Operatmg from its 

basic prermse that democratic governments do not go to ear against each other, the 

C-mted States will COnhnUe to do whatever IS possible to support a fully democrahc South 

Amencan continent A strong threat to this challenge ~11 again fall upon the human nghts 

mantle Although all of the governments m South Amenca are democratic, the 

comrrutment to democrahc ideas by some of the elected leaders 1s suspect President 

Fql’mori of Peru disbanded hs Congress when they fded to support his policies, and 

recently the President of Colombia was placed under m\eshgatlon for having direct heS to 

l-us country’s drug lords The balancing game the U S. finds itself m with these counmes 

1s sun& to its former relahons with “fnendly dictators” like former Ptihppme President 

Ferdinand Marcos, Roh Tae Woo of South Korea, and Chlang Kal-Shek of Taiwan A 

careful strategy must be crafted m order to saasfy both of America’s interests within 

South Amenca -- leadmg the fight against illegal drugs and promohng democrahc ideas 

based on mdlvldual freedoms devoid of any human nghts abuses Success for democratic 

governments will conhnue as long as the U S assists 111 bulldlng strong market econormes 

w&m those counmes A good, strong economy which raises the population’s standard of 

hvmg 1s a very positive reinforcement for conhnued democrahc societies 

Trade barriers must be avolded. With South Amenca’s fledgling democracies comes 

very excltmg and potentially lucrahve market econormes. The U S IS cornnutted to seemg 

a growing and stable market economy throughout the conhnent As Amencan investors 

continue to invest m South American markets the only threat they will face 1s the future 

stability of the regional econonues. Smce the South Amencan econormes are becommg 

mole Integrated, the fall of one economy will hake a reverberating effect on the others 
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One only needs to look at the recent Mexican Peso collapse to see how rt effected the 

entrre henusphere The mam threat will be the stabrlrty of the region not through, 

necessarily, Internal revolutron but through an external market retractron of some form 

Furthermore, we must consider the plight of the indigenous pOpdahOn as economres grow 

and the continent moves towards a freer form of trade Wrll a majonty of the populatron 

enjoy the frurts of its labor as its economy expands or wrll COnUphOn rob the people of a 

proporhonal rise rn then standard of lrvmgV If they have to suffer more econonuc distress 

erther through corruption or a loss of Jobs due to competmon, then how much longer can 

the leaders of the country expect support for therr form of government? Will this 

contrnuance of nusery cause the rebuth of revolutronary movements, advocanng the 

overthrow of current adnurustrations3 Satrsfymg the local populatron has to be a major 

concern as the South Amencan counmes achieve new heights m econormc growth 

Conhnued emphasis for greater trade must rnclude provisions for equal opportumty for the 

mdrgenous masses. 

Also, as each country’s economy begins to prosper, appropnate envrronmental 

measures should be taken to preserve the eco-system. Strong demand for mdusmalrzatron 

will create pressure to sacnfrce the envu-onment for profit The U S. should demand that 

economrc growth be tempered by strong envrronmental controls 

POLICY OBJECTIVES 

So, with all of these interests and challenges, what should be the real objechves of U S 

pobcy? How should we prrormze them3 The objectives of C S polrcy should be to 

support and encourage democratic reform, to expand access to regional economrc 

markets, to combat the illegal narcotrcs industry, to foster the peaceful resolutron of 

disputes and develop confidence- and security-burldmg measures appropriate to the 
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region, to expand and deepen defense cooperation with the counmes of the region m 

support of common objectives, encouraging them to improve capabihhes for joint actions, 

mcludmg mternatlonal peacekeepm g; and to encourage efforts to prevent the prohferahon 

of Weapons of Mass Destruction and associated delivery systems as well as other arms 

control mmatlves of common benefit. 

Of course. we need to pnorihze these obJec0ves as they apply to both the region and 

to the separate countnes involved. The above list accurately portrays our objectives as 

they apply to South America as a region The ordenng of these same objechves, however, 

may vary accordmg to specific country. For example, it m ould be accurate to descnbe our 

most unportant objective in Colombia as combamng the illegal XiICOhCS mdustry. 

Whereas, m Ecuador and Peru, our most important objective 1s currently to encourage the 

peaceful resolution of border disputes. 

What means of influence/power does the U.S possess to protect and advance its 

mtelests? The U S has many tools which it can use to advance and protect its mterests 

Of the most powerful, which are often overlooked, are the symbolic values which 

represent the success or our democrahc form of government our respect for human and 

mdlvldual rights and our brand of free-market capltahsm These aspects of our national 

life are very much admued throughout the world, and we try to foster increased 

understanding through a vanety of U S Government-sponsored programs, such as USIA 

Exchange Vlsltors, IMET, and Fulbnght scholarships. 

The U.S also can exert mfluence through its membershlp m vanous reglonal 

orgaruzatlons, such as the Orgamzatlon of Amencan States and the Inter-Amencan 

Defense Board, as well as international assoclatlons, such as the United xahons and the 
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World Trade Orgamzatron Fmally, the US can also call upon its dlplomatrc, rruhtary, 

law-enforcement, financial and mtellrgence resources to advance and protect its mterests 

Which tools of statecraft does current pohcy rely on” In South America, the U S 

relies on all of the tools of statecraft available to it, and u hich tool 1s preferred depends on 

the oblectrve. In general, the U.S. prefers to rely on regional and internahonal 

organrzatrons. The U S approach to drug CUkiVahOn and trafficking is centered around its 

own resources m a bilateral sethng Since funding for foreign assistance and exchange 

programs are undergoing such drastic cuts, these instruments will be less important m the 

future Our drug policy ~II South America appears to have been almost spectacularly 

unsuccessful, and we should at least look carefully at devrsrng strategres that approach the 

problem regionally rather than bilaterally and wrth a view towards shrmking the drug 

market m the U S In light of our general multilateral approach to the region, our 

participation in regional and mtematronal organizahons wrll probably be most effeChVe 

However, we should always be able to ensure that our dlplomatrc and mrlrtary resources 

are sufficient to provide us with the wherewithal to advance and defend our interests. 

I’n summary, the counmes of South Amenca represent some very important and unique 

interests, challenges, and threats for policy makers to consider. The Umted States should 

look to remarn engaged m the region by settrng us sues on achievable oblechves It 1s 

most important for the U S. to remember that the Lann Amencan regron represents a 

number of extremely diverse cultures wrth a major trait III common They all desire a 

relationship with the United States based upon mutual respect and equal treatment, and 

the buzzword ~111 be cooperation -- not control. 


